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[57] ABSTRACT

An optical device that stabilizes the power in a cw laser
beam comprises a material whose absorption coefficient
increases wth increasing incident intensity. The same
device acts as an energy limiter and pulse shortener for
a pulsed laser. In either case, the device can be located
either within the laser cavity or outside it. In another
embodiment, the device is placed into the cavity of a
passively mode-locked laser to permit mode-locking
with laser materials that have high gain-saturation en-
ergy. Materials suitable for use in the device include
Cr-doped crystalline solids and organic solutions, such
as laser dyes, saturable absorber dyes, etc.

20 Claims, 4 Drawing Figures
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1
OPTICAL LIMITER

CROSS-REFERENCE TO PRIOR APPLICATION

This application is a continuation-in-part of Applica-
tion Ser. No. 502,908, filed June 10, 1983 now U.S. Pat.
No. 4,633,475.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

This invention relates to an optical device for limiting
transmitted power by means of induced absorption.
Cr-doped crystalline solids and solutions of organic
compounds suitable for such a device exhibit an absorp-
tion coefficient that increases with increasing intensity.

2. Description of the Prior Art

For some applications of lasers, it is desirable to have
uniform output power over time. Both passive and ac-
tive techniques for minimizing output fluctuations have
been disclosed. A passive technique based on the Ray-
leigh effect in benzene was disclosed by R. H. Pantell et
al., Appl. Phys. Lett. 11, 213 (1967).

Active techniques, which involve sampling the laser
output and using the detected signal to control the volt-
age on a Pockels cell in the laser cavity, have been
disclosed by F. R. Marshall et al., Proc. IRE 50, 2108
(1961); H. Statz et al., J. Appl. Phys. 36, 1510 (1966);
and C. H. Thomas et al., IEEE J. Quantum Electron,
QE-2, 617 (1966).

A summary of techniques for reducing amplitude
fluctuations of laser output appears in W. Koechner,
Solid-State Laser Engineering (Springer-Verlag, New
York, 1976), pp. 91-97, 229-232.

Besides the above-described techniques, which have
been described in the context of laser technology, a
great deal of research has been directed to the develop-
ment of materials that darken on being irradiated with
electromagnetic radiation of various wavelengths. Gen-
erally, these “photochromic” materials involve chemi-
cal reactions that take place on a longer time scale than
is necessary for reducing high-frequency laser ampli-
tude fluctuations. Some photochromic materials re-
spond very rapidly to actinic irradiation (see, e.g., S. A.
Krysanov et al., Chem. Phys. Lett. 91, 77 (1982)); how-
ever, irradiation at another wavelength is required to
bleach the darkened material.

For some laser applications it is desirable to have
very short pulses. To accomplish this, a “saturable ab-
sorber” may be inserted into a pulsed laser beam path. A
saturable absorber absorbs the initial part of an incident
pulse, but passes the later part, thereby providing a
transmitted pulse that is shorter than the incident pulse.
(See, e.g., P. G. Kryukov and V. S. Letokhov, IEEE J.
Quantum Electron. QE-8, 766 (1972)).

A particular example of a laser that achieves very
short pulses through the use of a saturable absorber is a
passively mode-locked laser. This type of laser has been
known for decades and is described in Koechner, op.
cit., pp. 461-474.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

For purposes of this specification and the appended
claims, an optical limiter is an optical device that limits
the radiation transmitted through it.

In accordance with the present invention, an optical
limiter is provided that comprises a material that has a
ground state, a first excited state, and a second excited
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2

state of higher energy than the first excited state, and
has, over a range of incident wavelengths,

(a) a cross section for excitation from the first excited
state that is greater than the cross section for excitation
from the ground state to the first excited state;

(b) substantially no decay from the first excited state
to states that have decay times longer than the time for
decay from the first excited state to the ground state,
and

(c) rapid decay from the second excited state to the
first excited state. A process for stabilizing the power in
a laser beam comprises placing in the path of the laser
beam a material that has a ground state, a first excited
state, and a second excited state of higher energy than
the first excited state, and has, at the wavelength of the
laser beam,

(a) a cross section for excitation from the first excited
state that is greater than the cross section for excitation
from the ground state to the first excited state;

(b) substantially no decay from the first excited state
to states that have decay times longer than the time for
decay from the first excited state to the ground state,
and

(c) rapid decay from the second excited state to the
first excited state.

A process for limiting the energy in a laser pulse
comprises placing in the path of the pulse, at a point
where the incident energy during the pulse interval is at
least about a predetermined energy, a material that has
a ground state, a first excited state, and a second excited
state of higher energy than the first excited state, and
has, at the wavelength of the pulse,

(a) a cross section for excitation from the first excited
state that is greater than the cross section for excitation
from the ground state to the first excited state;

(b) substantially no decay from the first excited state
to states that have decay times longer than the time for
decay from the first excited state to the ground state,
and

(c) rapid decay from the second excited state to the
first excited state.

For brevity, “first” is generally omitted in references
to the first excited state in this specification.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic of potential curves for an opti-
cal limiter material.

FIG. 2 depicts the output/input relationship for an
ideal optical power limiter.

FIG. 3 depicts the effect of an energy limiter on a
typical pulse.

FIG. 4 is a schematic of a passively mode-locked
laser of this invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

For many applications, it is desirable to minimize
temporal fluctuations in the output beam of a cw laser.
These fluctuations can be reduced by placing in the path
of the beam a material whose absorption coefficient
increases with increasing intensity. The material acts as
an output power limiter (OPL). Alternatively, a mate-
rial that shows this “induced absorption” can act as an
output energy limiter and pulse shortener (EL/PS),
limiting the output energy and pulse duration of a
pulsed- or O-switched-laser. Various mechanisms can
cause a material to show induced absorption. In the
materials of the present invention, the mechanism in-
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volves excited state absorption greater than ground

state absorption; however, that is but one of six criteria

for preferred optical limiter materials:

1. In the optical limiters of the present invention, the
excited state absorption cross section, o, is greater
than the ground state absorption cross section, o, at
the wavelength of interest.

2. An important consideration for a practical OPL is the
response time; i.e., the induced absorption must ap-
pear {and disappear) rapidly enough to follow the
laser intensity fluctuations. These fluctuations have
several origins—relaxation oscillation, mode beating,
and parasitic noise—and can extend in frequency
from less than 1 kHz to the GHz range. It is the decay
time to the ground state that limits the response time
of the OPL.. Thus, this decay time should be shorter
than the time scale of the fluctuations. Ideally, for fast
response, the decay time is on the order of a micro-
second or shorter. However, in many cases the noise
is predominantly at low frequencies (for example 60
and 120 Hz generated by ac power sources), and
alexandrite, whose lifetime is 250 ps, is a preferred
material for an optical limiter. Ruby, whose lifetime is
-3 ms, and MgO: Cr3+, whose lifetime is 8 ms, are
other preferred materials.

3. It is desirable that the excited state not be appreciably
depopulated to the ground state by stimulated emis-
sion, since this effect would compete with ground
state absorption.

4. Another important criterion for an optical limiter
_material is that after excitation from the excited state
to a second excited state the decay be primarily to the
excited state and be “rapid.” “Rapid,” in this context,
means on a time scale that is short compared with the
time scale of either the fluctuations, for an OPL, or
the pulse duration, for an EL/PS. In particular, for an
OPL, decay from the second excited state must be
more rapid than decay from the excited state, so that
the second excited state doesn’t saturate.

5. The excited state should not decay to states that have
decay times longer than the time for decay from the
excited state to the ground state, since that would
effectively reduce the population available for in-
duced absorption.

6. Finally, although excited state absorption must be
greater than ground state absorption to provide an
effective operating region for the limiter, ground
state absorption must be great enough in the first
instance to create the excited state population that
shows the strong absorption.

Also important for an optical limiter material are its
thermal properties. Since the limiter must absorb sub-
stantial amounts of energy when in use, it is important
that the material have good thermal stability.

FIG. 1is a schematic of potential curves, including a
ground state, S,, first excited state, S1, and second ex-
cited state, Sp. Each transition is numbered to corre-
spond to the criterion that relates to it. Note that the
structure shown in FIG. 1 is only exemplary. Among
the possible variations on the structure shown are a
triplet first excited state (Ti), rather than an excited
singlet state, and an unbound second excited state.

FIG. 2 shows output intensity versus input intensity
for an ideal optical limiter. At low incident intensity,
not many excited states are populated and the absorp-
tion is nearly linear. At very high incident intensity,
excited state absorption dominates, and the output in-
tensity is nearly constant. An OPL is most effective
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4
when the input intensity is of the order of the saturation
intensity, Issr, which is given by

he wr?

Loar == o1 Tf

»

where h is Planck’s constant, c the speed of light, A the

wavelength of the incident radiation, r the beam radius,

o1 the ground state absorption cross section, and 7rthe

lifetime of the first excited state. To increase the range

of intensities over which the OPL is effective, the beam
radius may be reduced (by focusing) to minimize Isy;.

However, the depth of focus should not be shorter than

the length of the OPL, so that the beam radius does not

vary greatly over that length.

A variety of substances—solids, liquids, and gases—-
meet the six criteria that characterize preferred optical
limiter materials. Among solids, crystalline solids that
incorporate Cr-dopant ions, such as ruby, MgO: Cr3+,
and alexandrite, are preferred. Alexandrite is effective
in the wavelength range 450-510 nm, where the excited
state absorption exceeds the ground state absorption
(M. L. Shand et al., J. Appl. Phys. 52, 953 (1981)). Thus,
alexandrite is suitable for use with argon ion and ex-
cimer lasers that emit in that wavelength range.

Among liquids, solutions of certain aromatic hydro-
carbons and organic dyes are suitable. Preferred liquids
are laser dyes and saturable absorber dyes used in Q-
switching and mode-locking. However, as discussed
below, these dyes must be used in wavelength regions
where o2>01. An advantage of these materials for
optical limiters is that their decay time from the excited
state to the ground state is typically of the order of a
few nanoseconds. Thus, they are suitable (provided the
other criteria are met) for use in limiting fluctuations
having GHz frequencies, which are as high as is neces-
sary for the purposes of this invention.

In general, laser dyes and saturable absorber dyes
meet four of the six criteria set out earlier, one exception
being criterion 1, 02> or1. Saturable absorber dyes are
selected to provide reduced absorption at high incident
intensity; however, wavelength/intensity regions in
which o3> 01 can generally be found as well.

Criterion 5, above, is also not usually met, because
decay takes place from the excited state to a long-lived
triplet state. To the extent that this interferes with the
performance of an optical limiter, it may be desirable to
move the dye rapidly through the beam path or, alterna-
tively, to add a quencher to the dye. It is well known in
the laser art to add a quencher to laser dyes to reduce
the triplet state lifetime (R. Pappalardo et al., Appl
Phys. Lett. 16, 267 (1970); IEEE J. Quantum Electron.
QE-6, 716 (1970)). Thus, whenever reference is made to
laser dyes and saturable absorber dyes in this specifica-
tion and the appended claims, it is understood that these
quenchers are included in the dyes, as necessary.

The procedure for identifying a suitable optical lim-
iter liquid is as follows:

1. Identify a laser dye or saturable absorber that absorbs
at A, the wavelength of interest (i.e., the wavelength
of the radiation to be limited), as well as at A/2. Ab-
sorption spectra of many of these materials have been
published (see, e.g., the references cited in “Laser
Dyes,” brochure published by Exciton Chemical Co.,
Dayton, OH; “Kodak Laser Products,” Dataservice
Catalog JJ-169, published by Eastman Kodak Co.,
1982; and Dye Lasers: Topics in Applied Physics, Vol. 1,
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F. P. Schiifer, ed., Springe, NY, 1977, pp. 180-193).
Alternatively, the absorption spectra may be mea-
sured by techniques well known in the art. The
ground state absorption at A must be adequate to
create substantial excited state (S1) population (crite-
rion 6, discussed earlier). The absorption at A/2 indi-
cates that a second excited state (S,) exists that can be
populated by excited state absorption at about the
wavelength A.

2. Determine whether o2>07 at A for the intensity
range of interest. If the data for the particular mate-
rial have not been published, they can be determined
by the method described by M. L. Shand et al., loc.
cit. Alternatively, the material can simply be placed
in the beam path and the transmission measured as a
function of incident power. Typical wavelength
ranges and materials for which o> o are tabulated
below:

Wavelength Range (nm) Material

360-370 Anthracene (not a dye)

400-460 Rhodamine 6G

430-590 Cresyl violet perchlorate

400-650 1,1 Diethyl-4,4’ carbo-
cyanine jodide

720-760 1,3,3,1,3,3-hexamethyl-
indotricarbocyanine iodide
(HITC)

Specific combinations of lasers and eligible optical
limiter materials are:

Laser (A) Material

Nitrogen (337 nm) Rhodamine B
Rhodamine 6G
Na-fluorescein

Doubled alexandrite 7-Diethyl amino-4-methyl

(365 nm - tunable) coumarin anthracene

Argon ion (488 nm) Alexandrite

Argon ion (514.5 nm)
Doubled YAG (532 nm)

Cresyl violet perchlorate
5,5'-Dichloro-11-
diphenylamino-3,3'~
diethyl-10,12-
ethylenethiatri-
carbocyanine perchlorate
(IR-140)

Alexandrite (750 nm - tunable) HITC

Additional optical limiter materials for alexandrite
can be selected from cyanine laser dyes that lase at
wavelengths 750 nm (see Schiifer, op. cit.).

A large number of aromatic molecules having
02>0y, are listed in J. B. Birks, Photophysics of Aro-
matic Molecules, Wiley-Interscience, NY, 1970. Data on
four of the other five criteria appear in 1. B. Berlman,
Handbook of Fluorescence Spectra of Aromatic Molecules,
2nd ed., Academic Press, NY, 1971. The remaining
criterion, rapid decay primarily to the excited state from
a second excited state, is met, in general, by the materi-
als that meet the other five criteria. Furthermore,
whether this decay is faster than decay from the excited
state can- be inferred from fluorescence spectra that
appear in Berlman.

The optical limiter may be placed in the laser beam
path, either inside the laser cavity or outside. Ideally, a
perfect OPL would be placed outside the cavity, where
it would not interfere with lasing. In practice, however,
excited state absorption may not be much greater than
ground state absorption. In that case, intra-cavity place-
ment is preferred, because the beam then makes many
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6

passes through the limiter, and the effect of induced
absorption is thereby multiplied. Another advantage of
intra-cavity placement is that Iy, is generally easier to
achieve inside the cavity. In addition, an intra-cavity
OPL tends to damp out oscillations and thereby stabi-
lize the laser output. However, the ground state absorp-
tion of an intra-cavity OPL should not be too large,
because the beam intensity is reduced during each pass.
When the OPL is a solution, a solvent is selected that
does not interfere with the operation of the OPL and
the solution is contained in a cell of material that is
substantially transparent to the laser beam. Suitable
solvents and cell materials are well known and are dis-
closed in patents and publications that relate to dye
lasers and to saturable absorbers.

Besides providing an OPL for cw laser operation, the
present invention provides an EL/PS for pulsed- or
Q-switched-laser operation. The initial part of the pulse
passes through the EL/PS attenuated by (low) ground
state absorption, while the later part is subject to the
strong excited state absorption. As a result, the trailing
edge is compressed and the pulse thereby shortened.
This effect is shown in FIG. 3, which depicts, as a dot-
ted curve, a typical pulse that may be incident on an
EL/PS. If a saturable absorber, with no excited state
absorption, is placed in the beam, the dashed curve
results. If, instead, the EL/PS is placed in the beam, the
sharpened pulse shown in the solid curve results.

The criteria for preferred materials for an EL/PS are
the same as for an OPL, with one exception. As dis-
cussed above, an OPL should have a decay time from
the excited state to the ground state that is short com-
pared with the time scale of the fluctuations being con-
trolled. In operation as an EL/PS, the laser pulse is
preferably short compared with the lifetime of the ex-
cited state. Laser dyes and saturable absorbers, having
excited state lifetimes typically of the order of a few
nanoseconds, are well-suited (when the other criteria
are met) for EL/PS materials, since the pulses whose
durations are to be shortened are generally in the pico-
second range.

When the pulse duration is short compared with the
lifetime of the excited state, the saturation energy is
given by

he w2
Ao

Esat = Igger ?=
where o is the pulse duration. For alexandrite, if A
equals 488 nm and r equals 10 pm, Eggr= 100 pJ.

The EL/PS is most effective when the desired trans-
mitted pulse energy is about equal to Eg,y. The incident
pulse energy must, of course, be greater than E;. How-
ever, if incident energy is much greater than Esas, the
absorbed energy is wasted and causes undesirable heat-
ing. Alternatively, an optical limiter can protect sensi-
tive optics (including, e.g., detectors) by being placed
between the optics and a radiation source. In that case,
of course, the heating is not undesirable, but instead is
the alternative to damaging the optics.

A passively mode-locked laser is another embodi-
ment of the present invention. In a conventional pas-
sively mode-locked laser, the leading edge of the mode-
locked pulse is shaped by the rapid reduction of loss due
to absorption saturation of the absorbing material.
There are two mechanisms in general use for shaping
the trailing edge of 2 mode-locked pulse. For laser
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media whose gain saturates easily, such as organic dyes,
the gain saturation that follows the peak of the pulse
shapes (i.e., suppresses) the trailing edge of the pulse.
For laser media that cannot be saturated by an individ-
ual mode-locked pulse, because the saturation energy is 5
too high, the trailing edge of the pulse continues to see
gain and is not suppressed. Thus, for solid-state lasers
(e.g., alexandrite, ruby, Nd: YAG, and Nd: Glass, etc.)
which have high saturation energy, a saturable absorber
with a short relaxation time must be used, since a pulse 10
with energy greater than the absorber’s saturation en-
ergy experiences the least loss in propagating through
.the cavity when the pulse length is shorter than the
absorber’s relaxation time. By this mechanism, the
pulsewidths of solid-state mode-locked lasers are lim- 15
ited by the relaxation times of saturable absorbers rather
than by the lasing bandwidth of the media.

Besides requiring the use of saturable absorbers hav-
ing fast relaxation, passively mode-locked cw solid-state
lasers tend to be unstable against the onset of relaxation 20
oscillations. This has a deleterious effect on laser opera-
tion.

For shortening the trailing edge of a passively mode-
locked pulse, the present invention provides an alterna-
tive to a saturable absorber with a short relaxation time. 25
An additional passive element, whose absorption in-
creases with increasing pulse energy, is added to the
cavity. The resulting passively mode-locked laser not
only provides very short mode-locked pulses, limited
by the bandwidth of the laser medium, but also has less 30
tendency for relaxation oscillations.

FIG. 4 is a schematic of a passively mode-locked
laser of the present invention. As shown there, laser 10
includes laser medium 11, pump lamp 12, reflectors 13
and 14, saturable absorber 15, and optical limiter (re- 35
verse saturable absorber) 16. Also shown is an optical
line-narrowing element 17, which is preferably included
when the laser is broadly tunable. The line-narrowing
element may be a birefringent filter, an etalon, or the
like. The pump lamp is preferably a cw source. A pre- 40
ferred laser medium is alexandrite, which has a broad
bandwidth and can thus provide much shorter mode-
locked pulses in the apparatus of the present invention
than was possible before. When the laser medium is
alexandrite, the saturable absorber is preferably a suit- 45
ably contained cryptocyanine dye.

We claim:

1. An optical limiter comprising a material that has a
ground state, a first excited state, and a second excited
state of higher energy than the first excited state, and 50
has, over a range of incident wavelengths,

(a) a cross section for excitation from the first excited
state that is greater than the cross section for exci-
tation from the ground state to the first excited
state; 55

(b) substantially no decay from the first excited state
to states that have decay times longer than the time
for decay from the first excited state to the ground
state; and

(c) rapid decay from the second excited state to the 60
first excited state.

2. The limiter of claiin 1 in which the limiter material

is a Cr-doped crystalline solid.

3. The limiter of claim 2 in which the limiter material
is selected from a group that consists of alexandrite, 65
ruby, and MgO: Cr3+.

4. The limiter of claim 3 in which the limiter material
is alexandrite.

8

5. The limiter of claim 1 in which the limiter material
is a suitably contained laser dye or saturable absorber
dye.

6. The combination of a laser of reduced output beam
fluctuation having an optical limiter positioned in the
laser beam path: the optical limiter comprising a mate-
rial that has a ground state, a first excited state, and a
second excited state of higher energy than the first
excited state, and has, over a range of incident wave-
length;

(a) a cross section from the first excited state that is
greater than the cross section for excitation from
the ground state to the first excited state;

(b) substantially no decay from the first excited state
to states that have decay times longer than the time
for decay from the first excited state to the ground
state; and

(c) rapid decay from the second excited state to the
first excited state.

7. The combination of claim 6 in which the optical

limiter is within the laser cavity.

8. A passively mode-locked laser comprising:

(a) a laser medium,

(b) means for exciting the laser medium to emit coher-
ent radiation;

(c) reflective elements forming an optical resonator,
which encloses the laser medium and is adapted for
maintaining an oscillating beam of coherent radia-
tion along a path in the resonator,

(d) a saturable absorber in the beam path in the reso-
nator, and

(e) an optical limiter in the beam path of the resona-
tor, said optical limiter comprising a material that
has a ground state, a first excited state, and a sec-
ond excited state of higher energy than the first
excited state, and has, over a range of incident
wavelengths;

(i) a cross section for excitation from the first ex-
cited state that is greater than the cross section
for excitation from the ground state to the first
excited state;

(ii) substantially no decay from the first excited
state to states that have decay times longer than
the time for decay from the first executed state to
the ground state; and

(iii) rapid decay from the second excited state to
the first excited state.

9. The mode-locked laser of claim 8 in which the laser
medium is alexandrite.

10. The mode-locked laser of claim 9 in which the
saturable absorber is a suitably contained cryptocyanine
dye.

11. The mode-locked laser of claim 8 in which the
means for exciting the laser medium comprises a cw
radiation source.

12. A process for stabilizing the power in a laser beam
that comprises placing in the path of the laser beam a
material that has a ground state, a first excited state, and
a second excited state of higher energy than the first
excited state, and has, at the wavelength of the laser
beam,

(a) a cross section for excitation from the first excited
state that is greater than the cross section for exci-
tation from the ground state to the first excited
state;

(b) substantially no decay from the first excited state
to states that have decay times longer than the time
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for decay from the first excited state to the ground
state, and

(c) rapid decay from the second excited state to the

first excited state.

13. The process of claim 12 in which the material is a
Cr-doped crystalline solid.

14. The process of claim 12 in which the material is a
suitably contained laser dye or saturable absorber dye.

15. The process of claim 12 in which the materia] is
placed within the laser cavity.

16. The process of claim 12 in which the laser beam is
provided by a cw laser and the average intensity of the
beam incident on the material is of the order of I,
where

he r?
Aoyf

Isq = ,

where h is Planck’s content, ¢ the speed of light, g the
wavelength of the laser beam, r the beam radius, s; the
ground state absorption cross section, and tythe lifetime
of the first excited state.

17. A process for limiting the energy in a laser pulse
that comprises placing in the path of the pulse, at a point
where the incident energy during the pulse interval is at
least about a predetermined energy, a material that has
a ground state, a first excited state, and a second excited
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state of higher energy than the first excited state, and
has, at the wavelength of the pulse,

(a) a cross section for excitation from the first excited
state that is greater than the cross section for exci-
tation from the ground state to the first excited
state; B

(b) substantially no decay from the first excited state
to states that have decay times longer than the time
for decay from the first excited state to the ground
state, and

(c) rapid decay from the second excited state to the
first excited state.

18. The process of claim 17 in which the material is

chosen so that the predetermined energy E is approxi-
mately related to the parameters of the material by
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, where

h is Planck’s constant, c the speed of light, A the wave-
length of the pulse, r the pulse beam radius, and oy the
ground state absorption cross section of the material.
19. The process of claim 17 in which the material is a
Cr-doped crystalline solid.
20. The process of claim 17 in which the material is a

suitably contained laser dye or saturable absorber dye.
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